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Introduction  
With a fast expansion in both size and substance in the past 20 years, the Vietnamese 
media system is beginning to feel the need for formal journalism education and training. 
However, the country’s four major journalism programs have been fiercely criticised for 
lagging far behind the big demand, producing hundreds of unqualified journalism 
graduates a year. Based on data from archival research and indepth interviews with 
Vietnamese journalists and journalism educators as well as an analysis of curricula, this 
paper sets out to review this situation and provide a critical analysis of the why and how 
of this irrelevance, its implications for journalism standards in the country, and potential 
measures and strategies to improve the situation. First, it will provide a brief overview of 
journalism education and training in Vietnam, particularly its history and current 
structure of provision. Second, it reviews the appealing nature of a journalism career 
among young Vietnamese and the resulting tough entry requirement of journalism 
programs in universities. Third, it shows that those good students who pass the harsh 
entrance exam to start a journalism degree seem to have become incompetent graduates 
in the eyes of many, if not most, senior journalists and media managers, after their four-
year programs. The report then goes on to analyse the curricula and other pedagogical 
aspects in the country’s three major journalism schools to explore the possible reasons for 
this failure. A recommendation for changes towards professionalism in journalism 
education will be presented at the end.  
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The data for this research project 
This paper is based on three main sets of data. The first consists of those obtained from 
an archival search of relevant documents from the Vietnamese media. Given the popular 
demand for journalism education in Vietnam, it has recently attracted much interest in 
many Vietnamese non-academic outlets, especially during the period around the National 
Revolutionary Press Day (June 21) each year. To collect these data, I first conducted 
searches for any document with the key-word phrases “dao tao bao chi” (journalism 
training) and “sinh vien bao chi” (journalism students) via two of the country’s most 
popular search sites: Vietnam Google (http://google.com.vn) and Vinaseek 
(http://www.vinaseek.com.vn). To maximise the amount of obtained data, a further 
search for stories with the above phrases was conducted on individual websites or print 
versions of some publications that were judged to be likely to have more stories about the 
research subject. All issues of Nghe Bao (The Journalism Profession) in 2004 and 2005 
were also collected. Finally, after consultations with experienced journalists and 
journalism educators, some books and other materials were obtained for the project.  
  
After a preliminary analysis of these data, the second set of data was collected from 
indepth interviews with 12 senior journalists from seven major news organisations in Ho 
Chi Minh City and four senior journalism educators representing the country’s four 
journalism departments or programs. The news organisations were chosen to encompass 
all media platforms: magazines, daily newspapers, radio and television. An attempt to 
make an appointment with a senior editor of one of the country’s web-only publications 
failed because he, although willing to cooperate, was too busy during the short period I 
was in Ho Chi Minh City for the project (two weeks). Eventually, 16 interviews were 
conducted in February 2006 with the following: 
 
Newspapers and news magazines: 
o Mr Nguyen Duc Quang – General Managing Editor and Director of Training, Sai 
Gon Giai Phong (Liberated Saigon).  
o Mr Do Dinh Tan – Deputy General Managing Editor of Tuoi Tre (The Youth).  
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o Mr Nguyen Quang Thong – General Managing Editor of Thanh Nien (Young 
People).  
o Mr To Dinh Tuan – Deputy Managing Editor, Sai Gon Giai Phong.  
o Mr Quoc Vinh – Deputy Editor-in-Chief, the Saigon Times Group (consisting of 
five daily and weekly publications in Vietnamese, English and French).  
o The head of research and training of a major daily who requested anonymity.  
 
General-interest magazines: 
o Mr Vu Mai Nam – Director, Khoa Hoc & Doi Song (Science & Life)’s Ho Chi 
Minh City Bureau. 
o Mr Tran Quoc Toan – Head of the Domestic Affairs Department, The Gioi Moi 
(New World Magazine).  
o Mr Vu Trong Thanh – Deputy Editor-in-chief, The Gioi Moi. 
 
Broadcasting organisations: 
o Ms Ngoc My – General Managing Editor, Ho Chi Minh City People’s Voice 
(VoH).  
o Mr Hoai Nam – Head, Department of Science and Education Affairs, VoH. 
o Mr Tran Xuan Sum – former Deputy Training Manager, Ho Chi Minh City 
Television (recently retired).  
 
Journalism departments/programs: 
o Mr Nguyen Van Ha – Head of Journalism, Department of Linguistics, Literature 
and Journalism, Vietnam National University in Ho Chi Minh City (VNU-
HCMC).  
o Dr Dinh Thi Thuy Hang, Lecturer, Department of Broadcasting Journalism, 
Academy of Journalism and Communication (AJC)1. 
o A/Prof Dinh Huong – Head, Department of Journalism, Vietnam National 
University in Ha Noi (VNU-HN). 
o Dr Nguyen Thanh – Head of Journalism, Department of Linguistics and 
Literature, Hue University.  
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Of the 16 interviews, four were conducted via email communication and the others face-
to-face. The email interview with Dr Dinh Huong was only partly completed – some 
questions were not answered within the time frame of the project. It would have been 
more thorough if journalists in other regions had been interviewed for the project but this 
was not achievable due to practical matters, especially time pressure. However, given that 
Ho Chi Minh City is the most active and concentrated media centre in Vietnam 
(accounting about two-thirds of the country’s print titles), the industry’s viewpoints 
presented for this project could be seen more or less typical. In addition to the above four 
academics, an interview was conducted with A/Prof Le Van Son, Director of Da Nang 
University College of Education, which has been planning to establish a journalism 
department for years. However, in this report, this interview will not be taken into 
account to avoid a cumbersome presentation and also to be focused on what is happening.  
 
The third set of data are official documents related to teaching methods, curricula, 
facilities and other aspects of journalism education at AJC, VNU-HCMC and VNU-HN. 
Many of these documents were supplied by Mr Nguyen Van Ha, Dr Dinh Thuy Hang, Dr 
Dinh Huong and Ms Mach Le Thu of the AJC Department of Broadcasting. Some others 
were collected from their websites as well as from edu.net.au – an intensive information 
website provided by the Vietnamese Ministry of Education and Training – and other 
sources. All these data will be analysed and explored in both quantitative (descriptive 
statistics) and qualitative (textual analysis) terms, with respect to the data collected from 
the indepth interviews. 
 
Journalism and journalism education in Vietnam: a brief overview 
No comprehensive historical account of journalism education in Vietnam was found this 
project. However, based on the collected information tidbits, the first journalism lessons 
in the country could be traced back to the latter half of the 1860s, soon after its first 
Vietnamese-language newspaper – The Gia Dinh Journal – was published. In an early 
attempt to organise his correspondence network among intellectuals (“interpreters and  
teachers”) of his time, Truong Vinh Ky, who was in charge of Gia Dinh, used his paper 
to train potential collaborators about the whole journalistic process, from how and what 
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to write to how scripts will be edited. Many of these rough lessons are surprisingly not 
too distant from what modern journalism schools are teaching. For example, in training 
what we call “news values” today, Vinh Ky called for contributions about “what you 
know in your area”, including stories about “stealing and robbery; diseases and accidents; 
misfortunes; tigers snapping or crocodiles eating people; market or household fires; how 
the (rice) season is going; or which job is now popular at public offices” (quoted in Le 
Minh Quoc, 2001, p15). Or, on the core of writing, he advised: “Please do not forget to 
clearly report the dates and places of events. The principle of story-telling requires us to 
specify where, which day and which month, why, what happens initially, how it 
proceeds, and how it ends – good or bad, fortune or misfortune” (quoted in Le Minh 
Quoc, 2001, p16).  
 
Journalism, however, was more a wordy literary style written with parallel constructions 
until the late 1920s, when a group of French-educated journalists led Hoang Tich Chu 
pioneered a wave of revolutionary changes in concise journalistic writing styles and 
techniques in the country. Using their own publications to create much excitement among 
the young (and disgust among the old), Chu and his associates made substantial 
contribution to training a new generation of Vietnamese journalists with professional 
journalism styles (Vu Bang, 2003). By the early 1930s, according to Hoang Tich Chu, 
journalism was still “not a profession in its full meaning because we still do not have a 
journalism school” and because “journalists are only those who work to get paid like 
other labourers” (quoted in Le Minh Quoc, 2001, p38). By the late 1930s, however, 
formal journalism textbooks translated from French were already available. A copy of the 
Vietnamese version of Cours de legislation de la presse – with over 1,000 pages covering 
everything from basic journalism skills, writing styles, editing techniques to journalism 
history (from the beginning to the 1930s), French media laws and media ethics – has 
recently been found in the bookshelf of an ordinary Vietnamese citizen. After the 1945 
August Revolution that ended the colonial period, journalists under the new nation led by 
President Ho Chi Minh and his communist party began to be seen as “revolutionary 
soldiers”, who, in Ho’s 1962 words, used “pens and papers” as their “sharp weapons” 
(quoted in Vietnam Journalists’ Association, 2000). The first organised and intensive 
journalism course took place for four months in 1949. Its educational objective can be 
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implicitly understood via a letter President Ho sent to its 42 members, in which he 
identified the duty of “a newspaper” is to “propagandise, mobilise, train, mobilise and 
organise the people so that they will obtain their common aims” (quoted in Le Minh 
Quoc, 2001, p94). This is indeed the core of the communist theory of the press (Siebert et 
al., 1956), which is still dominant in the country’s today journalism practices and 
journalism education. 
 
Journalism first gained its status as an academic discipline in Vietnamese universities in 
Southern Vietnam, under the Republic of Vietnam (the nation was divided into two 
countries in 1954 after the Geneva Agreement and was reunified on April 30, 1975). 
During this 30-year period, according to Tran Xuan Sum – a respected journalist who 
founded and directed a number of broadcasting organisations under the Southern regime 
and now a part-time journalism lecturer in Ho Chi Minh City, journalism programs were 
offered at several institutions, including Da Lat, Van Hanh, Minh Duc and Van Khoa 
Universities. Many of their journalism courses were taught by the then country’s most 
talented and influential journalists, cabinet ministers and general directors of news 
organisations, some among whom were internationally renowned journalists working for 
news publications like the New York Times (Tran Xuan Sum, personal interview). In the 
mean time, journalism education in the Democratic Republic of Vietnam (North 
Vietnam) was mainly a vocational and ideological education task. The most intensive 
journalism training centre was the Communist Party of Vietnam (CPV)’s Central School 
of Propaganda and Education (founded in 1962), which produced many of country’s key 
ideological and cultural leaders.  
 
Tertiary journalism education was non-existent in the unified Vietnam (named Socialist 
Republic of Vietnam since 1976) until after the CPV started its economic reform – doi 
moi – in 1986. In 1990, as a response to the rising need for professionally trained 
journalism and communication cadres, the Vietnamese government decided to upgrade 
the Central School of Propaganda and Education to a university and licensed the 
establishment of the Journalism Department at the now VNU-HN College of Social 
Sciences and Humanities. The former, named AJC since 1993, today has two journalism 
departments – one majoring in broadcasting and electronic journalism and the other in 
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print journalism – with five specialist branches (print journalism, photojournalism, radio 
journalism, television journalism and online journalism). In 1992, the Department of 
Linguistics and Literature at the now VNU-HCMC College of Social Sciences and 
Humanities was renamed Department of Linguistics, Literature and Journalism after 
setting up its journalism program. This program, according to Nguyen Van Ha (personal 
interview), has recently been permitted to become a Department of Journalism some time 
this year. In 1997, the Department of Linguistics of Hue University in the central region 
of Vietnam began to offer a bachelor degree of linguistics “with journalism specialism”, 
which was upgraded into a full journalism degree three years ago (Nguyen Thanh, 
personal interview). More recently, an institution in the highland, Da Lat University, has 
started a dual Linguistics & Journalism degree. In its national information development 
strategies to 2010, the Vietnamese government has planned to establish a national 
university of journalism and communication.  
  
Journalism education, however, can only be offered in state-owned universities. While 
there is no written regulation, private and semi-private universities do not usually eye this 
discipline. In 1992, the new Ho Chi Minh City Open University was licensed to establish 
a journalism department. In 1994, while its first students were about to enter their third 
year, the department was verbally ordered by the Ministry of Education and Training 
(MoET) to shut down without an explanation. Although the university asked for 
permission to continue the program for a few more years to fulfil its responsibility to its 
current students, MoET decided to move these students to the VNU-HCMC’s journalism 
program. It was not an easy job: because Open University did not admit students based 
on harsh entrance exams like public universities, its journalism students had troubles in 
their application for admission into the VNU-HCMC program. Some were lucky enough 
to be quickly accepted; others had to delay their studies for a while. The reason, 
according to a recent story by Thanh Nien, was that journalism belongs to the ideological 
education sector, which produced “revolutionary soldiers” (Thuy Ngan, 2004). In other 
words, journalism education is the party’s monopoly (Dinh Thuy Hang, 2004).  
 
At the moment, Vietnam’s five journalism programs offer three different types of 
bachelor degrees: regular intensive degrees (mainly for school leavers), in-service 
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degrees (mainly for those who are already in labour force and want to obtain a university 
degree), and second degrees (for those who have already held a university degree and 
want to obtain another in a different discipline). AJC and VNU-HN also offer journalism 
studies at master and/or PhD levels. Of the three undergraduate education types, 
employers usually look to the regular one. Regular graduates are not only young and 
energetic but also credited to the best of the Vietnamese higher education system because 
regular education is the toughest category, requiring students to pass a very harsh and 
competitive entrance exam and to work hard under a fairly strict assessment system 
during their university years. In contrast, in-service and second-degree education is often 
offered to those who already have a job and is not strict in both terms of entrance 
requirements and graduate attributes. In reality, these sectors are very “chaotic”, with 
their quality sometimes being beyond the control capacity of education authorities. In a 
recent informal chat with the author of this report, one major university’s vice-president 
has even described in-service education as a form of “degree sales”. In this project, 
therefore, the focus is on the regular journalism programs at AJC, VNU-HN, VNU-
HCMC and Hue. Da Lat University will not be taken into account because it does not 
offer regular journalism education. 
 
An appealing discipline: tough entry requirements  
In a country where there were only 118 tertiary students in every 10000 people in 2000 
(MoET, 2003a), obtaining a place in a regular university program is always tough. For 
journalism students, it might be even tougher. To understand this, we need to have an 
overview of university entrance exams in Vietnam. To be admitted into a university, 
Vietnamese school-leavers have to take one of the harsh exams centrally controlled by 
MoET. The exams are organised along different blocks of subjects, depending on the 
discipline that a candidate registers for. To take a career in economy-related disciplines, 
natural sciences, engineering, and health sciences, for example, students usually have to 
be examined with subjects in either block A (Mathematics, Physics and Chemistry) or 
block B (Mathematics, Chemistry and Biology). For students in social sciences and 
humanities, including journalism, the common test subjects are either in block C 
(Literature, History and Geography) or in block D (Literature, Foreign Language and, 
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rather bizarrely, Mathematics). Although all competitors in the same block will have the 
same national tests, the standard entrance score (the lowest score for admission) is 
different between universities and/or between departments within the same university, 
depending on each university’s or each department’s MoET-assigned “teaching quotas” 
and its number of registered examinees.  
 
In recent years, the number of school-leavers registering for journalism programs has 
been consistently high, leading to very tough competition. Table 1 shows the latest 
(2005) intakes and standard entrance scores of different social sciences and humanities 
disciplines at the four universities that offer journalism. As can be seen, standard scores 
to enter a journalism program were always the highest of all the social science and 
humanities disciplines within each university, whether it is via exams in block C or block 
D. At VNU-HN, C-block and D-block journalism scores (20.5 and 20 – out of 30) top the 
list. A similar pattern is found at AJC. Within the C block, the print and television 
journalism entrance scores (both 21) were behind no other. Within the D block, television 
journalism (20.5) was again the highest. At VNU-HCMC, the picture does not change: 
the C-block standard score of 18 for journalism was higher than for any other C-block 
discipline while its D-block score (20) was substantially higher than the second-highest 
one (18, for both Oriental Studies and English Linguistics and Literature). In both blocks, 
journalism scores were quite distant from those for other disciplines (around 15 or 15.5). 
Even at Hue University in the central region of Vietnam, which usually attracts less 
competitors and/or less capable competitors than HCMC and Hanoi, the journalism 
standard score for C-block students reached 16.5 in 2005 (Hue only recruited students 
within this block). This score is higher than not only other social sciences and humanities 
programs within Hue University but also most of the C-block entrance scores at VNU-
HCMC, which is much bigger and more advantageously located than Hue. (Remember 
that all entrance exams used the same tests designed by MoET.) 
 
One might argue that the high entrance scores of journalism might be largely due to their 
typically smaller intakes. This, however, is not necessarily the case. Indeed, journalism 
scores at the above institutions were highest, regardless of whether other disciplines have 
bigger, equal or smaller intakes. Also, if students are not strongly interested in 
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journalism, they would have taken less risk by taking courses with bigger intakes. This is 
especially true in the context that many D-block participants actually can take entrance 
exams into some disciplines with fairly bright career prospects such as Foreign Trade, 
Economics, Finance and Banking and so on. A more systematic indicator that can 
substantiate this view is the very high “competitive exclusion indices” (the ratios showing 
the number of exam participants from which one is chosen for admission) of journalism. 
At AJC, for example, the 145 students admitted in 2005 came out of a total of 5487 
candidates (data provided by Mach Le Thu) – that is, the exclusion index was nearly 1:38 
(one in 38 students sitting for the exam was successful). This was a big jump from 1:6 in 
1992 and 1:21 in 2003 (Dinh Thuy Hang, 2004). At VNU-HCMC, the journalism 
competition index was 1:22 in 2005 but the year before that, it suddenly went up to 1:56 
(Nguyen Van Ha, personal interview). At Hue, according to Nguyen Thanh (personal 
interview), the index has been between 1:15 and 1:25 in the past three years.  
 
All in all, the above numbers show that journalism is the most attractive career path of all 
social sciences and humanities in Vietnam. The appeal of journalism is so overwhelming 
that the Department of Linguistics at VNU-HN, which has no official duty to produce 
journalists, has been including in its curricula some journalism subjects under the 
linguistic disguise such as Language and Communication, Language and Journalistic 
Practices, Language and Editing Practices, Language and Social Marketing, 
Characteristics of Journalistic Language. Except for the last one, all these subjects are 
compulsory. In an attempt to improve its students’ employment rate, the department also 
encourages its students to take internship at media outlets. 
 
Two major changes in the Vietnamese media landscape in the past 20 years or so could 
be attributed to this appeal of journalism:  
 
First, the public image of the Vietnamese journalist seems to have been raised to a certain 
degree of prestige since doi moi. This results remotely from the CPV’s more tolerant and 
receptive press control approach and more directly from the changing performance of the 
press from a mere “dry” propaganda system to a more active and responsive social-
monitoring and civic participation mechanism, marked by a more public-oriented service, 
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an increasing diversity of perspectives, and a somewhat aggressive and daring move 
towards investigative journalism. Although still under the close watch of the CPV’s 
Central Culture and Ideologies Department, many Vietnamese media outlets have 
conscientiously and courageously brought into their agenda the many social, economic, 
and, to some extent, political problems of contemporary Vietnam, including social ills, 
power abuse, corruption, the injustice, the miserable life, the hardship and sufferings of 
ordinary citizens. Right at the time this report was written, the Vietnamese Minister for 
Transportation had to resign under public pressures mounted by an aggressive press after 
his deputy and close subordinates were arrested for stealing millions of dollars from 
budgets intended for building roads and bridges. In a socio-political context where public 
concerns and affairs used to be muted and a newspaper was little more than a 
government/party information bulletin, this change should have made a big difference in 
the public’s view on journalism. While there is no empirical research, anecdotal evidence 
suggests that despite the traditional stereotyping of journalists as those who “tell lies to 
make their living” (“Nha bao noi lao an tien” – a popular pun that is on top of the lip of 
any Vietnamese, even a schoolboy), the journalist of the doi moi age has become more 
trustworthy, authoritative and, quite often, heroic in the public’s eyes than ever before.  
 
Second, there has been a steep increase in the number and diversity of media outlets in 
the past 20 years. In the print sector, for example, the country had 553 organisations 
publishing 713 publications with a total circulation of 600 million in 2005 (Vietnamese 
Government, 2005) – compared with 450, 563 and 565 respectively in 2000 (Vietnamese 
Journalists’ Association, 2000). In the broadcasting sector, as of 2005, the country had 
about 80 radio and television organisations at provincial, regional and national 
operational levels. That has not included thousands of small-scale (district or ward) 
broadcasters and news bulletins. In addition, new communication technologies are 
creating many new operations in and out of traditional news organisations, especially 
Internet news and cable television services. Some new players – particularly Internet-only 
news outlets such as VietnamNet or VnExpress – are becoming increasingly larger in both 
size and substance. The demand for well-trained journalists, therefore, has become quite 
critical, especially in areas with a high concentration of newsrooms like Ho Chi Minh and 
Hanoi. This is particularly pressing at fast-growing organisations like Tuoi Tre, which too 
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often hears complaints about work overload and sometimes even feels incapable to keep 
up with its own development rate (Do Dinh Tan, personal interview).  
 
Massive supply with poor quality: the not-so-good image of journalism 
education  
As a result of the high demand for formal journalism education both among learners and 
the industry, thousands – or possibly tens of thousands – of journalism graduates of 
different types have been produced by the country’s journalism schools. By 2005, VNU-
HN alone had conferred journalism bachelor and master degrees to about 2,800 people 
and was training another 1,376 students of all types (Dinh Huong, personal interview). In 
the 2005-2006 academic year, as the MoET numbers in Table 1 show, a total of 345 
students were taken in for the three major regular journalism schools (145 at AJC, 100 at 
VNU-HN, and 100 at VNU-HCMC). According to Nguyen Thanh (personal interview), 
Hue University took in another 60. These numbers, according to the academic 
interviewees, have remained quite stable for some years. That is, at the moment, around 
400 regular journalism graduates are produced every year. That has excluded much 
bigger numbers of in-service and second-degree intakes. In 2005, for instance, AJC alone 
received a total of 540 students of the two non-regular types.   
 
The human resources composition of the media industry, however, does not seem 
concomitant to this massive supply. While tracking employment rates as an indicator of 
education success is almost absent from Vietnamese public universities, which do not 
face any real competition, some figures on the educational background of current 
working journalists will show this. Of about the 13,000 nationally recognised Vietnamese 
journalists (those conferred a professional identity card by the Ministry of Culture and 
Information) in 2005, about 75% have never gone through any formal journalism class 
(Huynh Dung Nhan, 2005). Most of the journalists interviewed for this project admitted 
that a substantial portion of the other 25% would have been trained at a minimal level, 
i.e. in short training courses offered by newsrooms, the Vietnamese Journalists’ 
Association (VJA) or by foreign institutions such as SIDA (Sweden) or Lille (France). 
For instance, only 9% of the 154 editorial staff members at Thanh Nien have a journalism 
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degree although around 120 have been through some in-house training courses within 
SIDA’s journalism training project (Nguyen Quang Thong, personal interview). At the 
New World Magazine, there is one journalism bachelor among its 18 journalists.  
 
What is the key problem behind this odd match between university’s supplies and the 
industry’s labour force? From the materials collected and the interviews conducted for 
this project, there are three key arguments: (1) it is a “historical” problem; (2) it is a 
problem of oversupply of journalism graduates; and (3) it is a matter of journalism 
education quality. In this section, I will briefly touch the first two arguments before 
presenting a detailed discussion of the last one. 
 
The historical argument is that the proportion of formally trained journalists in the 
workforce is tiny because tertiary journalism education only took off in Vietnam in the 
early 1990s. In reality, many, if not most, of editor-in-chiefs in Vietnam (including those 
at the country’s most influential news outlets today) are never professionally educated in 
universities. The oversupply argument blames universities for overproduction of 
journalism graduates:  the industry is too small to take up hundreds of regular journalism 
graduates from universities a year. In other words, students are studying journalism “à la 
mode” – i.e. as a fad rather than something deriving from real market demands – and 
universities are more than happy to catch this “faddy” wave.  
 
Looking at recent figures about the media workforce, however, one might see both of 
these suggested reasons do not really address the core of the issue. While this might be 
partly a “historical product”, 15 years of tertiary journalism education is not a short 
period. And during these 15 years, as mentioned, the Vietnamese media have changed 
very much in both platform diversity and number of players, creating a critical demand 
for well-trained journalists. One key indicator is the increasing number of nationally 
recognised journalists in Vietnam: it went up from 7,000 in 1991 to 9000 by 2000 (Ha 
Dang et al., 2002) and to 13,000 in 2005. That is, the professional workforce size almost 
doubled during the short history of tertiary journalism education2. That has not included 
thousands of journalists without a professional ID card, which usually requires at least 
three years of continuous and effective working in the media to be considered. On the one 
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hand, these numbers show that the thousands of regular journalism graduates produced in 
the past 15 years are not too big when compared with the increase in the media workforce 
size – that is, the oversupply argument is not really correct. On the other, they show that 
the “historical” tiny contribution of formally trained journalists to this workforce should 
have substantially increased if only a substantial portion of the thousands of journalism 
graduates have joined this continually increasing workforce.  
 
In this light, the core problem is neither historical nor supply-abundant but is that not 
many journalism graduates have entered the news media workforce. But the academics 
interviewed for this project were quite assertive of their students’ employment success. 
Dinh Huong said that the majority of his students could find a job after graduation while 
Nguyen Van Ha estimated that about 90% of his students could quickly enter the labour 
force. Where have they gone?3  
 
One possible destination, as pointed out by Nguyen Van Ha, Dinh Huong and Do Dinh 
Tan, is the new publicity-related industry (e.g. advertising, public relations, event 
organisation etc.). This specific area is growing very fast, demands more people than ever 
before, and is usually attractive in terms of salaries. Another is the many commercial or 
academic research organisations or the government’s media management bodies. In 
reality, this is not a by-product – it is officially specified as one of the duties of the 
country’s journalism schools. But even when these employment sectors have become 
more popular, they are still very new and, in terms of employment opportunities, might 
be like a clown standing beside the giant media industry. Also, being a journalist is 
usually more attractive than working in an advertising company or a PR organisation – it 
is more powerful, with more prestige, more opportunities to travel around and to create a 
widespread social network, and, frankly, not too poor pay. The problem, then, is that 
journalism graduates cannot enter the news industry rather than that they want to work in 
other areas.  
 
This is where we see the third, and most frequently mentioned, cause of that sad tiny 
proportion: the problem of quality. The high entrance requirements mentioned above 
indicate that journalism students are the best of all university students in social sciences 
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and humanities. But what comes out from their four-year journalism degrees does not 
seem to please the industry. Of all the senior journalists interviewed for this project, 
nobody is happy with what they receive from jschools. Some – namely Ngoc My and 
Hoai Nam of HCMC People’s Voice, Quang Thong of Thanh Nien, Duc Quang of Sai 
Gon Giai Phong, and Vu Trong Thanh of The Gioi Moi – did admit that journalism 
graduates have obtained some necessary knowledge base and/or built a professional 
passion for the job. But, in Duc Quang’s words, “there is a big gap between what they 
have and what we need”. The particular flaws shared by all the interviewees can be 
summed up in the following comment by Vu Trong Thanh: 
They are good at catching new social and technological trends, particularly in 
exploiting the Internet. But they lack a general social knowledge base. They do 
not have good news sense and sufficient skills to find news, to gather information 
and to handle information. Their English-language level is too low. Even the use 
of their mother tongue is disappointing. Almost all journalism graduates have at 
least some Vietnamese writing problems and their grammar and spelling are 
seriously flawed. You can find these errors in any medium these days. Journalism 
schools look down on this frustrating reality.  
 
That is, they have almost nothing to practise journalism! Vu Mai Nam of Khoa Hoc & 
Doi Song was “bitterer” in his tone:  
They learn everything but have an understanding of nothing. How can’t a 
journalism student even handle a headline or distinguish one journalistic genre 
from another? Worse, their general understanding of the surrounding world is 
terrible and it seems to me that they are not used to the reading culture. They 
simply don’t read. When interviewing a journalism student some time ago, I was 
shocked when he couldn’t explain how the political system works in Vietnam and 
how government organisations are different from non-government ones.  
 
Comments like these are also inundated in the materials obtained for this project. Even 
journalism educators have admitted the problem. “Of journalism graduates, about 50%-
60% are good enough for the job and only about 20% can advance well in their career,” 
said A/Professor Nguyen Van Dung – former deputy head of AJC’s Print Journalism 
Department in an interview with VietnamNet (2005). That is, about half are unqualified 
after their four intensive years of formal journalism education. Still, these figures might 
appear “too self-confident” to some people in the industry, such as Dinh Phong – former 
Vice President of the VJA, who said in an interview with The Gioi Moi (2003) that only 
about 10% of journalism bachelors could do the job. The barrage of criticisms of 
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journalism education quality has recently led a former journalism student to posing the 
following painful question to his/her fellows on VietnamNet:  
What should you, I and all of us – those formally educated journalism bachelors – 
do … so that others don’t see us as those ambivalent bats that are (difficult to 
classify) because they have both wings and mammae? (Quoc Phuong, 2003).  
 
As a result, the ball is thrown from universities back to the industry: to save themselves 
from lagging behind new market and technological demands, many newsrooms have set 
up their own systems and distribute resources to recruit cadets from different disciplines, 
including journalism, and train them from scratch. In most cases, this training system is 
based on a range of hands-on and/or convenient methods. The common approach at the 
seven news organisations I visited is to use a system of tests and interviews to select 
people with potential for writing (and news presentation in the case of broadcasting 
organisations), good general knowledge base and, in some cases, competence in English 
and computer use. Those who pass the tests and interviews then enter a probational 
“learning by working” period, which usually lasts 6-12 months but sometimes might 
extend a few years. During their probational period, candidates are usually paid a fixed 
salary as part-time contributors and receive royalties for every published story. Some 
organisations like HTV or Sai Gon Giai Phong run short introductory courses before 
sending cadets to specific editorial sections, where they train themselves from working 
with and learning from their senior colleagues via daily news meetings, professional 
exchange seminars, and/or mentorship. HTV has been hiring journalism educators and 
experienced journalists from overseas – e.g. CNN in the US; Channel 7, Channel 9, the 
ABC, La Trobe University and Macquarie University and Adelaide University in 
Australia – to train their new and old staff (Tran Xuan Sum, personal interview).  
 
Even with these programs, the success rate of journalism graduates remains limited. For 
instance, according to Nguyen Quang Thong (personal interview), in its most recent 
recruitment round, from over one hundred applications, Thanh Nien selected ten 
candidates for probation, at the end of which three were given a full contract – none of 
these three had a journalism degree. He added that of the journalism graduates that 
account for 9% of his organisation’s editorial staff, only about half could please him and 
other executives within their probational period – the rest had to wait for a fairly longer 
 17
time before a full contract could be signed. Similarly, at Sai Gon Giai Phong, it takes not 
less than one hard-working year to turn a journalism graduate into a prepared journalist 
(Nguyen Duc Quang, personal interview). At Thoi Bao Kinh Te Sai Gon of the Saigon 
Times Group, a leading economic news weekly review, two experiments have been tried 
– the first was to recruit only journalism graduates and the second was to recruit only 
graduates from economics-related disciplines. Both failed – no candidate was chosen 
after attending its retraining program. The magazine finally had to decide to fill the 
human resources gap by employing people from its existing network of outside 
contributors, some of whom were actually working at other news organisations (Quoc 
Vinh, personal interview).  
 
A similar but more aggressive approach was taken by Tuoi Tre in 2004. In response to its 
too rapid development, the newspaper decided to recruit experienced journalists from all 
over Vietnam. Before being selected for an interview, candidates had to write a 500-word 
news story and a 1000-word feature from supplied raw materials and then translated the 
news story into English. The newspaper set no intake limit this time: all qualified 
candidates would be appointed. “We used to look for and did find some promising young 
journalists,” said Huynh Son Phuoc – the daily’s Deputy Editor-in-Chief in an interview 
with Nghe Bao (2004). “However, it took us too much time to retrain these young people 
without achieving everything we would expect. Therefore, this time we want to find 
those with extensive and mature experience so that they can adapt to our newsroom and 
start right away. This helps us to quickly strengthen our staff with experienced journalists 
while reducing the training cost and shortening the training time.” In a public-service 
system where labour is still not widely seen as a market, however, the move was seen by 
some other news outlets as using the big name of Tuoi Tre to “steal” them of their hard-
earned staff. Responding to this, Phuoc said: “We opened our door widely, creating 
opportunities for those journalists who have an aptitude and love the job, especially our 
existing outside contributors. Certainly, there would be some writers and editors from 
other newspapers applying for our positions, but it is the result, not the aim, of Tuoi Tre. 
We don’t look to people from other organisations but at the same time, we don’t have the 
right to refuse candidates from other organisations” (2004, p17).  
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The danger of all this is that in their desperate search for well-trained journalism 
graduates, journalists and media executives come to look down on the role of 
universities. As Tran Quoc Toan of The Gioi Moi commented: “The common mentality 
in the industry now is that they don’t need and don’t want journalism education. Most 
working journalists themselves learn from the job, the best ones are not often formally 
educated, and journalism graduates are unbearably incompetent in their eyes; so why 
should they rely on universities?” This view was shared by the anonymous interviewee, 
who said that the contempt on academia has led to a largely unstandardised news 
industry. Showing a copy of his daily paper, he said: 
They (media executives) simply don’t care about academia. They think they have 
all the practical experience and that’s enough for the job. Indeed, the so-called 
training systems in many newsrooms today are not systemic in any sense. They 
are more informal networks of experience sharing than formal approaches to 
professionalism. As a result, there is no professional standard – even a stylebook 
is still non-existent in a very big newsroom like ours. Can you see the chaos in 
this front page? There are no principles in the design and layout, the use of types 
and fonts which have been scientifically researched for years.  
 
The young Vietnamese tertiary journalism schools, in short, are facing a real image crisis 
which, if not handled, might become a crisis of legitimacy. To justify their existence and 
the many social benefits it will generate, journalism schools have to seriously look at 
what has gone wrong and to act accordingly. The next section will examine the current 
journalism education process in Vietnamese universities to find out what needs to 
improve.  
 
What’s wrong with the jschools?  
In order identify the current problems of journalism education in Vietnam, I conducted a 
systematic analysis of the curricula, teaching methods and other pedagogical aspects (e.g. 
teaching facilities) of AJC, VNU-HN and VNU-HCMC. As AJC has different journalism 
curricula for its five specialist branches, it would be too cumbersome to analyse 
everything here. For that reason, only its most established branch – the print journalism 
program – will be analysed. Indeed, the five specialist branches are only different in the 
professional skill training subjects. Some particular attention was also paid to the national 
frame journalism curriculum issued by MoET in 2003 (one which universities have to 
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follow, depending on their specific capacities). Three research questions guided this 
analysis: “What is expected?”; “What is being taught?”; and “How are things being 
taught?” In this section, the findings will be presented with respect the data collected 
from indepth interviews. Other methodological details will be presented throughout the 
analysis.  
 
What is expected? 
As it has unfolded in the previous sections, like any other discipline, tertiary journalism 
education in Vietnam is under the heavy control of MoET in almost every aspect, from 
educational aims and admission requirements to student quotas and teaching agenda. This 
analysis of Vietnamese journalism curricula, therefore, started with what journalism 
education is supposed to do in the national framework. In a rather lengthy, unfocussed 
and confusing statement, the frame curriculum states that Vietnamese journalism 
graduates are expected to “(1) have a (high) level of political enlightenment and a firm 
class standpoint; (2) have a deep level of patriotism; (3) “have a professional journalism 
capacity to equally integrate into professional activities in the region and the world; (4) 
have an immaculate ethical standard, a healthy lifestyle and a courageous attitude to 
participate in the struggle to protect the policies and guidelines of the Communist Party 
and the State of Vietnam, to fight against anti-regime conspiracies and activities and to 
mobilise and guide the mass in building and protecting the socialist Vietnam fatherland; 
and (5) have a high sense of discipline and responsibility, a professional passion, a 
serious, scientific and self-development-oriented working style on the basis of a full and 
voluntary awareness of the role and social status of journalism and mass communication” 
(MoET, 2003b, p1; numbers added by the author for more clearance).  
 
In short, two major graduate attributes are expected for journalism education: (1) a clear 
and strong loyalty and commitment to the revolutionary cause of the CPV and the 
“socialist fatherland” (items 1, and 4); and (2) a mastery of professional practices and a 
sense of professional responsibility and duty based on a thorough understanding of 
journalism and mass communication theories (items 3 and 5). Of these, the former is 
obviously given more priority. This is reflected in one way or another in the curricula of 
the country’s journalism schools. In the VNU-HCMC College of Social Sciences and 
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Humanities’s (2004) proposed plan for establishing a journalism department, for 
example, the overall aim was to generate journalism bachelors as “both reds and experts” 
(p8) – i.e. those with both political quality and professional expertise. In particular, VNU-
HCMC journalism graduates are expected to “firmly understand the standpoints, 
guidelines and policies of the Party and the State; have a healthy and ethical lifestyle and 
courage in protecting the honour and interest of the nation, protecting the Party and the 
State’s lines and policies, and protecting reasonable causes and social equality; have the 
basic knowledge about politics, economics, society and culture; have an ability to analyse 
and comment on domestic and international affairs; have a theoretical background and 
practical skills in doing journalism…; are able to use journalistic toolkits…; have a 
scientific and disciplined working style and an orientation to self-development on the 
basis of a full awareness of the role and social status of journalism and mass 
communication” (VNU-HCMC College of Social Sciences and Humanities, 2004, p8). 
Notice some of the interesting differences between this and the above MoET statement, 
especially the part that I italicised myself.  
 
This comes with no surprise. The overall aim of Vietnamese higher education in general 
is “to train learners to have a political and ethical quality with a sense of duty to serve the 
people, to have the knowledge and professional capacity relevant to the training level, 
and to have adequate health to meet the requirement of building and protecting the 
fatherland” (MoET, 2003a, p26). That is, political quality must come first in any tertiary 
discipline, let alone a politically sensitive one like journalism. As Quoc Vinh of the 
Saigon Times explained:  
It’s not difficult to understand. Here, because the Vietnamese media are the 
party’s political propaganda mechanism, they quite often don’t care how good a 
news or feature story is. Look at the annual national media awards – they are not 
for excellent journalism works; they are for politically correct ones. So is a 
university journalism education program – it needs to guarantee the ‘political 
quality’ of its graduates above and at the expense of everything, including 
practical skills.  
 
What is being taught? 
This overall aim is well-reflected in the structural composition of the three journalism 
programs in question. In accordance with the MoET’s frame curriculum, all the three 
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curricula contain two major blocks of courses: the general-education block (taught in the 
first two years) and the professional-education block (the last two years). The general 
block consists of a range of social science and humanities subjects along with courses 
that are compulsory for any Vietnamese student, including physical and military training, 
foreign languages and five political courses (Marxist-Leninist Philosophy, Political 
Economy, Scientific Socialism, the CPV’s History, and Ho Chi Minh’s Thoughts). The 
professional education block, as it name suggests, contains subjects that cover different 
historical, theoretical and practical aspects of journalism. This is subdivided into four 
modules: foundational knowledge for journalism, practical training, internship, and 
graduation thesis or exam.  
 
In this analysis, however, this structural composition is not strictly followed for three 
reasons. First, different universities have different ways of classifying their subjects. For 
example, design and layout is under the foundational module at AJC but is a practical 
subject at VNU-HCMC. Second, some of the general education subjects – particularly the 
physical and military components – are counted in terms of learning units at one 
university but listed only as a compulsory requirement for graduation (with no academic 
weight) at another. Third, for the purpose of analysing what is being taught in relation to 
what is needed for a professional journalist, a classification system utilising journalism as 
the central referent will provide more telling information. For example, some of the 
social sciences and humanities courses – such as Vietnamese grammar – might have a 
direct influence on the outcome of daily journalistic works and thus should not be seen as 
subjects belonging to “general education”. They need to be classified as complementary 
to professional journalism.  
  
Based on these observations, my detailed reading and analysis of the three curricula (with 
particular attention to the aims, content and assessment items of courses) resulted in a 
classification of seven mutually exclusive modules. Table 2 presents the number of 
courses, academic weight and contribution of each of these modules to the whole 
compulsory program at the three institutions. Before a detailed analysis, two 
methodological issues must be mentioned. First, only compulsory courses were taken into 
account in this table because (a) it makes it easier to figure out the minimal amount of 
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knowledge and skills that a standard journalism graduate of a particular program 
possesses and (b) it simplifies the data analysis because elective subjects might contain 
many journalism subjects at one institution (VNU-HN) but only few at another (VNU-
HCMC). Second, because of the aforementioned inconsistency in assigning academic 
weights to the military and physical training and of their fairly remote relationships with 
journalism, these components were excluded from the analysis. That is, the total of 
compulsory course units presented in Table 2 does not include military and physical 
training. The VNU-HCMC’s journalism program, for example, would be seen as 
requiring 186, rather 202, compulsory units because it contains five units for physical 
training and 11 for military training. With these in mind, we can see the following 
structural composition of the three analysed journalism curricula from Table 2: 
 
o The political module consists of subjects that directly train journalism students to 
be committed to the CPV’s ideologies and policies, including the above five 
common political courses along with subjects like Party Building (AJC) or The 
CPV’s Standpoint on Journalism (VNU-HCMC and VNU-HN). This module’s 
contribution is almost identical in the three institutions: six courses with 26-27 
learning units (1 unit = 15 periods; 1 period = 45 minutes), accounting for around 
13% of the total compulsory academic weight.  
 
o The non-journalism social sciences and humanities module consists of subjects 
that provide journalism students with a general knowledge base to understand 
their society and culture. This includes subjects like Introduction to Political 
Sciences, Economic Principles and Laws, Introduction to Psychology, 
Introduction to the State and the Law, Sociological Research Methodologies (or 
Probability and Statistics), History of Civilisations, Introduction to Aesthetics, 
The Bases of Vietnamese Culture, Foundational Linguistics, Introduction to 
Logics, Vietnamese Literature, International Literature, Population and 
Development, and Vietnam’s History. VNU-HN takes the lead in this module, 
with 17 courses worthy of 50 units (26.3% of the total compulsory weight), 
followed by VNU-HCMC (15 courses, 39 units and 21% respectively) and then 
AJC (10, 33 and 17%).   
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o The journalism background module encompasses theoretical subjects that provide 
journalism students with an understanding of (a) general journalism and 
communication processes in society or (b) of different aspects of their future job 
and working environment. Examples of the first block include Communication 
Theories, Foundational Journalism Theories, Media Psychology, Media 
Sociology, Vietnamese Journalism History and The World’s Journalism History. 
The second block can be represented by courses like The Journalist’s Labour, 
Introduction to Print Journalism, Introduction to Online Journalism, Introduction 
to Radio Journalism, Introduction to TV Journalism, Newsroom Organisation and 
Management, The Language of Journalism, Introduction to Journalism Works, 
Media Laws, Journalism Ethics, Advertising and Public Relations and the like. In 
this module, AJC takes the lead, with a total of 18 courses worthy of 56 units 
(29.5% of the total compulsory weight), followed by VNU-HCMC (15, 41 and 
22% respectively) and then VNU-HN (8, 22 and 11.6%).   
 
o The journalism practice module includes subjects with a certain focus on 
equipping students with the skills and/or necessary knowledge to conduct some 
specific task in the news production process. It must be noted that because courses 
are classified according to their content, not their teaching methods, not all 
courses under this module are primarily skill training. Any course that is focused 
(theoretically and/or practically) on one specific set of journalistic skills (e.g. 
interviewing, news writing) falls under this umbrella. At VNU-HCMC, this 
includes 11 subjects (Interviewing, News Writing, Reportage and Other Feature 
Genres, Media Commentaries, Newspaper Editing Methods, Newspaper Design 
and Printing, Photography and Photojournalism Techniques, Television 
Broadcasting Techniques, Television Programs, Creating Television Works, and 
Radio Broadcasting Techniques). These account for 16.2% of its total compulsory 
weight (30 units). At VNU-HN, there are also 11 courses belonging to this 
module (News Genres, Commentary Genres, Commentary Reportage, Literary 
and Journalistic Features, Newspaper Design, Theory & Practice of Newspaper 
and Book Editing, Theory & Practice of Photojournalism, Theory & Practice of 
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Radio Broadcasting, Theory & Practice of Television Broadcasting, Television 
Production Process, and Theory & Practice of Online Journalism). These make up 
20.5% of the total compulsory weight (39 units). In the AJC Print Journalism 
program, there are 10 subjects within the skill domain: Print News, Reporting for 
the Print Media, Interviewing for the Print Media, Quick Notes for the Print 
Media, Descriptive Articles for the Print Media, Reportage for the Print Media, 
Investigating for the Print Media, Commentaries for the Print Media, Content 
Organisation & Design for the Print Media, and Editing for Print Publications. 
They account for 27 units or 14.2% of the whole compulsory weight.   
 
o The journalism-complementary skill module consists of non-journalism subjects 
that provide students with skills and/or knowledge that are not journalistic but 
have a direct influence on daily journalistic practices and thus the outcome of 
journalism works. They include subjects directly affecting the quality of writing 
(e.g. Applied Vietnamese, Vietnamese Grammar, Vietnamese Vocabulary) or the 
qualify of news gathering (e.g. IT skills and English for Journalism, which 
encompasses all English courses from basic to specialised ones throughout the 
four-year program). This complementary module is not unsubstantial: 27 units 
(14.2%) at AJC; 39 units (20.5%) at VNU-HN; and 30 (16.1%) at VNU-HCMC.  
 
o The internship module, which is generally aimed at providing students  with an 
opportunity to (a) learn about the structure, activities and management issues of a 
news organisation; (b) learn about the news production chain; and (c) to 
participate in the news production process and create journalism works as 
journalists. Usually, a student is required to bring back at least four published 
articles from this internship (Nguyen Van Ha, personal interview). At AJC and 
VNU-HCMC, this is given a stronger emphasis, being worth 12 units (or around 
6.5% of the total weight). At VNU-HN, the internship’s academic value is only 
six units (3.2%).  
 
o The graduation module can take the form of a thesis or a written exam. Usually, 
only students with high academic achievements are allowed to conduct the 
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research thesis; the rest have to take the written exam. At all the three institutions, 
the graduation component is worth 10 units, accounting for around 5.3% of the 
total compulsory weight.  
 
Two major problems could be identified from this analysis. First, journalism students are 
forced to learn too much during their eight-semester program. In addition to the military 
and physical training, journalism students at the three institutions had to accumulate a 
total of around 190 compulsory units in a total of 51-58 courses (plus the graduation 
thesis/exam) – that is around 6-7 courses a semester. That has not included elective 
subjects at the two VNUs (seven at VNU-HN and five at VNU-HCMC). By comparison, 
a standard journalism program in Australia usually takes three full-time years with a total 
of no more than 24 courses. While the workload and diversity of courses in the 
Vietnamese curricula seem impressive and suggests that Vietnamese journalism 
graduates are well-equipped, the problem is that students do not have enough time to 
effectively and efficiently learn and “digest” the huge amount of obtained knowledge. In 
reality, this has led many students to learning primarily to cope with the usually harsh and 
heavy-weighted end-of-term exam rather than to brainstorm, to critically reason and to 
selectively retain knowledge for later application. This “mind-cramming” educational 
approach is, in fact, not only a specific problem of journalism education – it is a problem 
in every discipline and at every educational level in Vietnam.  
 
Second, in line with the view shared by all of the twelve interviewed journalists, 
journalism schools are injecting too much theory and politics and too little practice into 
their students’ toolkits. (In reality, political and ideological content is integrated not only 
in the subjects under the political module but also in almost every other theoretical 
journalism or non-journalism course.) When the journalism background module is 
combined with the graduation module (also theoretical in nature), the total weight of 
mere theoretical journalism courses goes up to more than a third (34.8%) at AJC, 25.4% 
at VNU-HCMC and nearly 17% at VNU-HN. (The VNU-HN’s percentage is far lower 
than the others because most of its elective courses, which were not taken into this 
account, belong to the background module.) If all the theoretical journalism and non-
journalism components are taken together, the overall contribution of theories (counted 
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by adding the percentages in first three rows and the graduation one in Table 2) accounts 
for 55.8%, 61.3% and 65.3% of the weight of compulsory courses at VNU-HN, VNU-
HCMC and AJC respectively.  
 
By comparison, when the internship is taken together with the journalism skill module, 
the total academic contribution of journalism practice-focused courses cannot exceed a 
quarter: 23.7% at VNU-HN, 20.5% at AJC and 22.6% at VNU-HCMC. This in essence 
means that the amount of time allocated for teaching skill-related issues is too little. 
“With 45 periods for teaching television programming to a crowded class of a few dozen 
students, I could only go like a jet-plane,” said Tran Xuan Sum about his teaching at 
VNU-HCMC. Vu Trong Thanh is very right in commenting that “students more hear 
about journalism than learn how to do journalism and to become journalists”.   
 
With a deeper look at the above curricula, however, one might hope that this is not too 
bad as it appears: jschools seem to cover almost every basic skill that a future journalist 
needs – from interviewing, reporting to feature and commentary writing to editing, design 
and layout. If these are appropriately delivered, journalism programs would have done a 
fair job in producing well-prepared journalism graduates. The problem is that these 
already small contributions of skills-related courses are even smaller in reality. This is 
because many of the courses classified under the journalism practice module, as noted 
above, are not necessarily those of primarily practical training. The criterion for a course 
to be included in this module was a teaching agenda focused, theoretically or practically, 
on some journalistic skill. Indeed, the practical component of most of these courses 
hardly exceeds half of their total workload. A recent VNU-HCMC journalism graduate 
even disclosed that Reportage and other Feature Genres was a totally theoretical subject 
taught by a literature scholar (Nguyen Khanh-Hong Linh, 2004). Sadly, the indepth 
interviews within this project show that both theoretical issues and the left tiny proportion 
of skill training are being provided in a very deplorable manner.  
 
How is journalism being taught? 
The first oft-mentioned problem is the lack of a systematic approach in journalism 
education represented by the shortage of scientific and updated teaching materials. All 
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the interviewed journalists were particularly concerned that many journalism subjects are 
being taught without standard textbooks. Until very recently, according to a well-known 
reportage writer and part-time journalism lecturer, only about 30% of AJC courses had a 
set textbook while at VNU-HCMC, no journalism course (except English for Journalism) 
was based on a standard one (Huynh Dung Nhan, 2005). Further, those books available 
are mainly memoirs and commentary books with much politics written by senior party 
media officials, who must be “accepted, respected and unblemished” because they 
represent what the CPV wants journalism to be (Dinh Thuy Hang, 2004, p184). 
Therefore, most courses – especially those about professional skills – rely heavily on self-
written lectures. “They teach what they know and have, not what their students should 
learn,” said Quang Thong (personal interview). The same thing happens at VNU-HCMC 
and other universities, according to Nguyen Van Ha, who revealed that research aiming 
to upgrade and update the body of journalism knowledge is still a luxury at his institution. 
Further, the knowledge being provided cannot keep up with modern journalism 
techniques and communication technologies. “Some of them still use textbooks from the 
former Soviet and East European system, many of which were written in the 1970s,” said 
Hoai Nam (personal interview). Indeed, many of the course outlines that I have read do 
include updated English-language textbooks. These books, however, seem to be listed to 
make a good impression to their readers (including education authorities) rather than to 
serve actual learning because not many journalism students will have an English level 
high enough to read them and even when they can, they would not have much motivation 
to do it as assessment items are not based on these books. Also, they are hardly available 
in bookstores.  
 
The danger of this is not only that students lag too far behind reality. Because of their 
own poor and outdated knowledge base and other long-established cultural problems, 
many journalism lecturers are leaving students with a bulk of puzzling knowledge and no 
chance to ask or discuss. My examination of course outlines in the above curricula shows 
that almost every modern teaching and assessing approach – from seminar presentation, 
students’ debate and discussion to practical reporting, writing and editing assignments – 
is well incorporated3. These, again, seem to be presented more to make good impressions 
than to set standards for actual teaching and learning. The dominant teaching approach in 
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most theoretical and many practical courses, as admitted by three of the four journalism 
educators interviewed for this project4, is no more than a church minister’s preaching 
monologue: the teacher talks; the student hastily takes notes and then learns these 
decisive notes by heart for their final exams. Vu Mai Nam, who worked for a long time 
as a high school’s vice principal before starting his journalism career – was particularly 
worried about this: 
They are teaching a hotchpotch of dogmatic, hackneyed and empty theories. 
While these are from classical doctrines, they are irrelevant in the context of 
modern realities. They do not even respect what is going in the real world. Much 
of the provided theory is subjectively constructed rather than accumulated from 
objective research. Also, everything is servilely presented in a “too proper” 
machine-like sequence – foundational history, theoretical basis, current status, 
problems, solutions, so on and so on. The number of listenable lecturers in the 
ears of students could be counted on their finger tips. That’s why students learn a 
lot without appreciating much.  
 
Another problem of particular concern is that journalism is being taught by those who 
have little experience in journalism and are kept too far behind its development. “If you 
go to a journalism department, meeting its staff, you’ll see that the majority of them – the 
many professors and PhDs out there – have nothing in their background to do with 
journalism,” said Quoc Vinh (personal interview). “They are from philosophy, politics, 
literature, linguistics and so on. How can one teach journalism without knowing what it 
looks like?” According to Nguyen Van Ha (personal interview), only one of the 35 
internal journalism staff members at VNU-HCMC has worked as a full-time journalist. 
Its counterpart at Hue University is zero. AJC is a little better: according the data 
supplied by Mach Le Thu, three of its current print and broadcasting journalism staff (39 
people) worked as full-time journalists before joining academia. To cope with increasing 
teaching demands, universities have been employing their own students. In theory, only 
those who graduate with some good academic achievements will be asked to join their 
former teachers. In reality, however, good students rarely stay because they have other 
higher-income jobs waiting in the market – and only average “so so” students would stay 
(Dinh Thuy Hang, personal interview). Even when good graduates are attracted, it does 
nothing to improve quality in the long term because the major – and usually only – real-
world experience of these new teachers is the internship during their undergraduate 
program. It can worsen the current situation because the knowledge base they possess is 
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quite inappropriate. The only thing that can be hoped about these young teachers is their 
upward mobility – or at least their orientation and/or moral duty to update themselves.  
 
In their attempt to shorten the theory-practice gap, universities have been inviting 
experienced journalists to teach and coordinate some practical courses. In addition to its 
35 internal academics, for example, VNU-HCMC has another 15 part-time lecturers from 
the industry, including senior and well-known journalists and officials from the 
government’s media management bodies. While these lecturers bring with them some 
“fresh air from the real world”, this solution is not without criticisms. The anonymous 
interviewee was particularly concerned about these unprofessional teachers’ teaching 
approach: “They have no training in how to train students. Most of the cases, these 
journalists are teaching journalism in an ad-hoc approach”. Probably more importantly, 
according to Ngoc My of VoH (personal interview), “they do not have any theoretical 
foundation for what they teach”. “A good journalism lecturer must have both academic 
background and professional expertise,” she said. But to attract good journalists to a full-
time academic career is not an easy job. As explained by Tran Xuan Sum (personal 
interview), these people often earn good money from their usually senior positions and/or 
well-established reputation in the industry while teaching requires too hard work with 
much less income. Nguyen Van Ha agreed, citing his salary of VND 2 million (around 
US$125) per month. That has not included many other factors such as journalists’ 
professional passion and other privileges. “Frankly, we understand that journalism is a 
theory-hyphenating-practice discipline and we have tried to get people from the industry. 
We widely open our arms to welcome them but nobody comes,” said Nguyen Thanh 
(personal interview).  
 
Even basic facilities for skill training are not always well supplied. As Vietnam’s most 
heavily invested and most powerful journalism institution, AJC is the best in this aspect, 
possessing seven Internet-connected computer labs (each containing 50-100 computers), 
a radio studio and a television studio. This strong teaching and research infrastructure 
serves its journalism students as well as courses within government-sanctioned 
journalism training projects funded by international organisations. One of the computer 
labs and the studios are usually open day and night, according to Le Thu. With these 
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facilities, AJC is able to provide students with the opportunity to produce and publish 
their own works via an internal print publication (32 A4 pages, published 10 issues a year 
within AJC) and an internal radio program (broadcast three times/week in the dormitory 
and the staff residence area). At VNU-HN, recent efforts have resulted in the 
establishment of a training centre with print, online and broadcasting instruments worth 
billions of VNDs (Dinh Huong, personal interview).  
 
In the other journalism education programs, however, teaching facilities are almost zero. 
Nine years after starting to offer journalism, Hue University is still planning to call for 
industrial and governmental support to build a journalism practice lab. At VNU-HCMC, 
a radio and television studio worth VND 1 billion (over US$60,000) was set up in 2003 
but this is usually “filled with dust” because it is seldom used. The aforementioned VNU-
HCMC journalism graduate reported that during his/her four-year program, he/she had 
two opportunities to enter this room, one of which was not to learn anything but to pose 
for a television news story about the then new and “magnificent” lab (Nguyen Khanh-
Hong Linh, 2004). At the time of graduation, some of his/her class fellows did not even 
know where that lab is. According to Nguyen Van Ha, this still happens due to many 
administrative constraints that he hoped would be overcome when his program gains the 
departmental status later this year.   
 
Without real playfields, practical journalism at these institutions has been delivered in a 
cursory, and even potentially dangerous, manner. Interviewing, for example, is often 
practised via “pseudo-interviews”, in which the teacher acts as a public figure for 
students to interview. For news writing, the common approach is to supply students with 
some hypothetical situations and raw data and ask them to put them together into news 
stories. In better occasions, a public figure is invited to the class for some real interviews, 
or some journalist-lecturers use their own contacts to arrange field trips to some 
organisations for students collect real data for their writing assignments; but opportunities 
like these remain rare. An even more pitiable situation is found in the design and layout 
course at VNU-HCMC: the lecturer peaches out a lot of theory and then asks students to 
cut pieces from different print publications and manually arrange and paste them together 
to make their own “newspaper page”. This is a more problem of the administration 
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system than journalism educators themselves, as Dinh Thuy Hang (personal interview) 
commented: “Most of my colleagues really want their students to achieve something but 
with this sort of teaching facility being provided, nobody can do more than what it is 
now”.   
 
Most of the interviewed journalists voiced their strong concerns over these “pseudo-
practice” approaches. “They (universities) don’t even understand what journalism 
practice is. Teaching in this way does not help students – it can only damage and destroy 
them,” said Tran Xuan Sum. For Do Dinh Tan, teaching students via hypothetical 
situations is “extremely dangerous” in that it could produce a generation of “pseudo-
journalists” who go out and rely on their imagination than reality exploration:  
A journalist, above all, has to attach him/herself to reality and to find problems 
and news issues from that reality. Journalists have to breathe with their own 
noses, not with breathing equipment supplied by others; they have to see the 
world through their own eyes and think about it with their own minds. This habit 
should be established from their university days. Training future journalists in the 
current way is not different from killing journalism.   
 
But the result is not just a whole generation of journalism graduates who are quickly 
driven out of the playfield on which they are supposed to be the most active players. It is 
also a generation of journalists with little or no conscious respect for ethical standards. 
“Students not only learn little from classes; sometimes, under the pressure to fulfil 
academic requirements, they become deceitful,” said Tran Xuan Sum. Citing the fact that 
many of his television students go out and hire professional video services to do 
assignments for them, Sum added: “Some pass the course without even knowing where to 
press the shutter button. Where is the integrity in these future journalists? Many 
journalism graduates today are irresponsible to themselves, let alone to society. Many 
enter the media market with the urge to make money from using the power of the mass 
media.”  
 
Meanwhile, the internship – the only well-meaning chance for students to practise 
journalism – does not always fulfil its promise. As universities have not established any 
official link with the industry, sending interns to news organisations is not an easy job. 
“Generally, news organisations are not eager to receive interns from universities: it only 
 32
adds weight to their already heavy workload,” said Dinh Thuy Hang. In the interview 
with The Gioi Moi, Dinh Phong (2003, p6) further clarified this: “The whole production 
chain is already established; so people are not very enthusiastic when some strangers 
come in and reverse their working routines. Moreover, universities send students to news 
organisations without paying their trainers as well as other training costs.” A journalism 
lecturer of VNU-HCMC described his/her experience as follows: “At some newspapers, 
the editor-in-chief bluntly refuses to help right after we put forth a request. At some 
others, from the time we contact until the time some arrangement is made, students 
already lose half of their internship time” (Thanh Nhan, 2004, p40). The situation is so 
bad that at a conference on international integration in education, a colleague of this 
lecturer stood up and said: “What do we talk too much about international integration for 
when there can’t be integration within the same city, … when a journalism training 
school producing human resources for news organisations finds it extremely difficult to 
contact them for its students’ internship” (quoted in Thanh Nhan, 2004, p40). Therefore, 
according to both Dinh Phong (2003) and Nguyen Van Ha (personal interview), most 
news organisations receive interns today because their bosses have some social or 
personal relationships (e.g. friends, alumni etc.) with universities or universities’ leaders. 
 
But the bosses receiving students does not always mean the employees are willing to 
help. As news organisations do not have any formal training system, how and what a 
student learns from their internship depends largely on the mercy and ability of the 
journalists he/she works with. While some are lucky enough to be assigned to 
enthusiastic and responsible journalists, many others are disappointed at the indifferent 
treatment they receive at their internship venues. Sometimes, instead of sharing their 
experience in a learning-supportive environment, many trainers help students to obtain 
their four required articles (and, by the way, help themselves to get rid of the “burden”) 
by letting students co-author news reports and feature stories. The situation is even worse 
at radio and television stations, where expensive technologies and tight security measures 
often prevent students from touching them, let a lone creating some work. “Doing 
internship at these stations is like riding a horse to watch flowers and sometimes, students 
don’t even have flowers to watch,” said Tran Xuan Sum. “That has not taken into account 
the fact that quite often students have to work with some incapable journalists who are 
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employed more because their personal contacts with powerful people or veteran cadres 
than because of their ability.”  
 
Certainly, some active students still can find their way around to benefit from their 
internship in both terms of learning and making good impressions that could result in 
future employment opportunities. In 2005, one VNU-HCMC student produced a total of 
90 news items during his/her internship. However, in general, according to Le Quoc 
Minh – Head of the International Affairs Department of Vietnam News Agency, the 
several months of internship have become a formal procedure that must be accomplished 
rather than a chance to “get out there” and learn from reality (Thanh Nien, 2005). In a 
very positive attempt to encourage students to devote more time to producing works 
during their internship, VNU-HN started in 2004 a new initiative that allows students to 
use these products for graduation assessment instead of the usual graduation thesis, which 
usually takes place at the same time as the internship. Eight months after its 
announcement, only 11 of all the 53 students academically qualified for doing a thesis 
(instead of the exam) in his department registered for this program. One of the reasons for 
this might lie in the difficulties students are facing during their internship.  
 
Concluding epilogue: towards professional journalism education  
This research has shown that 15 years into their existence, tertiary journalism education 
in Vietnam is undergoing a crisis of image – and even a crisis of legitimacy – in the eyes 
of the news industry. By unduly emphasising theory and politics while deplorably 
overlooking practice, the young Vietnamese jschools, in the words of Dinh Phong (The 
Gioi Moi, 2003), are producing too many journalism bachelors but too few journalists. 
Not only being incompetent in their capacity to practise journalism, these journalism 
bachelors also display a serious lack of  general knowledge as well as the capacity for 
critical enquiry, despite learning a very large amount of broad and/or indepth knowledge 
about society, politics, culture and mass communications. They lag behind reality with a 
bulk of outdated knowledge and are largely unready to meet the requirement of the job 
market. Certainly, not everything is irrelevant or useless, as To Dinh Tuan – the only 
professionally educated journalist participating in this project (a VNU-HCMC journalism 
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graduate) – acknowledged: “For me, the knowledge I learnt from my university years is 
extremely important. It might not have direct values but it forms the background for 
every thought of mine. It helps us to be confident in practising journalism and to have a 
strong journalistic reasoning background… Theory is only one thing but it does have a 
crucial role, doesn’t it?” But in an industry that has been growing mostly out of hands-on 
experiences and is desperately seeking well-trained staff to meet its hasty development 
requirement, such a journalism education is under a serious attack from every side.  
 
To be fair, the legitimacy of journalism education is not a specific problem of 
Vietnamese universities. Many of the complaints heard in this project can be found 
everywhere in the world, including the most media-savvy countries. In the US, 
journalism classes are a waste of time for many practitioners, who see the newsroom as 
the greatest classroom for journalists (Persis, 1997). In Australia, its 85-year-old 
journalism education in Australia has often been criticised for oversupply of unqualified 
journalism graduates for years. At a late-1990s conference, some metropolitan newspaper 
editors even called for participants to question the “disgrace” of overproducing 
journalism graduates (Green & McIlwaine, 1999). Recently, journalism educator David 
Conley starts his feature on Australian journalism education in The Australian as follows: 
“Want to be a doctor? Study medicine. Want to be a lawyer? Study law. Want to be a 
journalist? Study anything, not necessarily journalism” (2006, p13). The unbalance 
between theory and practice is not unusual in these countries, either, as pointed out by 
Ricketson (2001, p91):  
If many working in the industry are lukewarm or even scornful of journalism 
schools, while nevertheless employing journalism graduates, few have publicly 
discussed the idea that universities and newsrooms should play to their strengths. 
The debate remains mired in the bog of dichotomy: theory versus practice. Ivory-
tower-dwelling journalism schools versus on-the-job newsroom training.   
 
Even within academia, the status of journalism as a discipline has been seriously 
questioned and university administration is not always willing to confer a departmental 
status and distribute research funds to journalism (Henningham, 1999). In 2001, at the 
time it was well-advancing as the country’s best journalism program, Australia’s only 
journalism department – the University Of Queensland Department Of Journalism – 
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vanished after its amalgamation with other communication disciplines, leading to the 
sudden departure from academia of its head, John Henningham – Australia’s first 
professor of journalism. More recently, Lee Bollinger – President of Columbia University 
– stopped seeking a dean for its Columbia Graduate School of Journalism on the basis 
that what this world leader in journalism education was not was inadequate and 
inappropriate: “To teach the craft of journalism is a worthy goal but clearly insufficient in 
this new world and within the setting of a great university” (quoted in Glasser, 2005).  
 
That is, however, not to comfort Vietnamese journalism educators. Rather, it is a 
reminder that a long way is ahead before their young programs can "conquer" the news 
industry in particular and society in general. When many of the world’s best journalism 
schools – with intensive and extensive experience in journalism research and education 
and with far more advanced teaching facilities and methods – are still struggling to gain a 
firm position, Vietnamese jschools have all the more work to do. They have to act – 
responsively and responsibly – to justify their existence, for the many benefits it 
generates for society in general and for the news industry in particular. They have to act – 
responsively and responsibly – to justify their existence, for the many benefits it 
generates for society in general and for the news industry in particular.  
 
Above all, they must become more responsible to their students and thus to themselves. 
During this research, my impression was that journalism programs are not responsible 
enough – and in some cases complacently irresponsible – to their potentially talented 
students. Their course outlines promise a lot despite that these promises surely cannot be 
fulfilled in reality. Some courses are set up without anybody with an adequate expertise 
to teach. Part of the problem might be that that there is no competition between them. As 
mentioned above, in a society where gaining a university degree is too often the only way 
for young people to guarantee a good future, there is a common mentality that students 
need universities and not vice versa. This is a dangerous attitude that Vietnam’s 
universities in general and Vietnamese journalism educators in particular have to change. 
While there is no competition pressure under the state’s protection, they at least have a 
social responsibility – a duty to the future, which is after all the very reason for their 
existence.  
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What, then, is the social responsibility of journalism education? For the journalists 
interviewed for this project, it is simply to produce skilled graduates that they can use 
right away or after some minimal retraining. But responding to the industry’s pragmatic 
need for trained employees is not enough. A university is not a vocational school which 
trains learners how to do something; it has also to educate them about the process behind 
this so that they can practise it while protecting, improving and developing its standards. 
For a university journalism school, it means meeting the short-term labour demands for 
skilled graduates at the same as enhancing journalism’s standards for the long-term 
benefits of society, including the news industry. This encompasses a move towards 
professionalism, using its key content as a guideline for successful journalism education. 
While I understand that Vietnam has its own socio-political system, I do not think that the 
key elements of journalism professionalism – the principles of public service based on an 
autonomous working culture, a body of journalism knowledge, and a code of conduct that 
are protected and developed by a journalist association (Henningham, 1990) – cannot and 
should not be applied in the country. Indeed, after years of ad-hoc learning from doing, 
with no systematic approach to professionalism, Vietnamese journalism has proved to be 
potentially destructive for society in some respects. 
 
For instance, as a result of lacking a set of common professional standards (including a 
body of specialised knowledge), journalism is now a sector which any Vietnamese with 
some aptitude for writing and some passion for the job can enter. Journalism is too often 
seen as a branch of literature and is sometimes called “new literature” in Vietnam5. The 
absence of style books in newsrooms and the non-existence of institutionalised news-
writing styles like the inverted-pyramid structure are just a few examples. “You can see it 
through the ironical fact that many journalism students do not wait for their schools teach 
them how to do journalism to enter the workforce,” said Tran Quoc Toan of The Gioi 
Moi. “With some inherent capacity for writing, they do it right from the first or second 
year. Part of the problem of this easy journalism is that there is no clear distinction 
between literature and journalism. The common thinking is that journalism skills do not 
need to be trained formally in schools”. This blur line between journalism and literature 
has many dangerous implications for journalism practices and for society. One example 
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was given by Tran Quoc Toan, himself a well-known novelist living on income from 
being a journalist: “As being able to write is being able to do journalism, you can find a 
lot of current working journalists who sit at their desk, extracting facts from others’ 
articles and put them together for their own articles. Is it ethical? Is this lawful?”  
 
Another symptom of non-professionalism that recurred throughout this research is the 
lack of separation of public relations from journalism. More than half of the interviewed 
journalists saw public relations as a form of journalism or at least an “intimate friend” of 
journalism. In the broader context, many journalism practitioners see more contacts with 
PR companies as some professional success, something for them to be proud. How can 
something primarily serving the vested private interest of a company or an organisation 
of some other type be seen as journalism or a success measure of journalism which serves 
the public interest? The only thing they could share is, again, some writing skill. This is 
potentially dangerous for society as a whole. What would happen to Vietnamese society 
when its public is informed with a mass of news reports uncritically copied from press 
releases distributed by PR companies, whose job is to build good images for their clients 
in any possible way, including “white bribery” means (e.g. the popular “coffee-money” 
envelope enclosed in press clippings at news conferences)? Unfortunately, also according 
to Tran Quoc Toan, the number of Vietnamese journalists living on press releases and 
their enclosed envelopes is not unsubstantial today.  
 
The major the job of Vietnamese journalism schools is to fix these problems in the long 
run. Sadly, this research does not seem to suggest that this is what journalism education is 
doing in Vietnam. As shown above, their teaching is creating journalists with not only 
poor skills but also with little professional ideal. Worse, it does not seem that 
professionalism is well-understood among them. While stating professionalism as one of 
their educational aims, they are acting as a catalyst for the further expansion of the many 
problems associated with non-professionalism. PR, for example, is officially stated as a 
targeted labour market for journalism graduates in their curricula. Or being good at 
literature is very often seen as crucial for journalism success, as seen in the entrance 
exams into journalism programs or in the heavy literature staff composition of journalism 
schools. I am not suggesting that PR is always a bad industry – it is helpful for journalism 
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in some cases – but as an opponent of journalism (and quite often dubbed as a “weapon 
of mass deception”), PR should only be seen as a by-product of journalism education 
rather than something in its educational objectives. If universities want to teach PR, it 
must be under a program separate from journalism. Similarly, I am not suggesting 
literature is not important for journalism, but literature must be distinguished clearly and 
definitely from journalism in terms of not only writing styles but also of different types of 
creative labour. A journalist cannot sit at a desk and dream of an imaginary world as a 
way of data collection. He/she has to get out there, inspects things, probes for problems, 
talks to different people with a critical questioning habit always in mind. In order to do 
this well, he/she has to be equipped with a professional toolkit that includes not only 
sharp skills in news gathering and research, reporting, writing or editing but also a sense 
of duty to their audiences via the professional respect for accuracy, integrity, objectivity, 
fairness, balance, privacy and so on.  
 
I do not mean that these standards are absent from the current Vietnamese media system 
but it seems that these are still not something taken for granted in the subconscious 
mentality of many, if not most, Vietnamese journalists. To change this requires efforts 
from both sides – the industry and journalism schools. Both have to work together to find 
out the best way to reconcile their needs and duties. For journalism schools, following 
Stephen Reese (1999), I suspect that the job is to generate journalism graduates with both 
a set of journalistic skills and habits of the journalistic mind that help them not only to 
practise journalism but to practise it responsibly. When a photojournalist graduates from 
a university journalism program, for example, how can he/she differ from one learning to 
take photos from a private photography business? The basic skills are fairly similar – 
quite often, many professional photographers can produce better-quality pictures than a 
professional photojournalist. If jschools want to have a meaningful existence, they have 
to make some distinctive difference between the two, which is nothing more important 
than the professional principles behind everything the journalism graduate produces. 
With their firm stand on professional standards, journalism graduates must act differently 
from those not formally educated, as Theodore Glasser (2005) put it:  
Who among us hasn’t wondered if there’s any meaningful difference between a 
graduate from one of our better journalism programs and a well-educated liberal 
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arts major who spent summers interning at a good newspaper and four school 
years reporting for and finally editing the campus daily? I bet there is a difference, 
and I bet the difference has little to do with basic skills and everything to do with 
rigorous thinking about the nature of journalism (my emphasis).  
 
To continue the above example, a formally educated photojournalist is different not 
because he knows how to produce a photo but because he/she knows how to produce a 
photo that respects reality, upholds its subject’s privacy, does the least possible harm to a 
mass audience and so on. That is, he/she cannot fabricate a scene to take a picture or use 
the computer to make things better or worse without an ethical justification.  
 
Would the industry like it? Certainly, they would – a story with fairness and balance 
(presenting different viewpoints in a proper proportion), for example, is more selling than 
a story with a monologue. A well-meaning media business makes money from reputation, 
which is based largely on professionalism. Would this be suitable in the context of a press 
system under a one-party system? I think it would, given recent changes in Vietnam’s 
media control approaches, which have left the press with much more freedom and power 
to convey the people’s voices and to aggressively address the many arising social, 
economic and, to some extent, political problems. Indeed, if done appropriately, it would 
help the party in its nation building and developing agenda in many ways. Rather than 
subjectively examine these aspects here, I would call for a national policy-guiding 
research project to explore the applicability and feasibility of professionalism in the 
country’s current media system. 
 
Of course, that is more easily said than done, given the current lack of financial and 
human resources in journalism schools today. But using this as an excuse to make no 
move could only worsen the situation. There are things that can be immediately fixed to 
improve the current situation without costing too much. To move beyond this seeming 
lecture, I would like to end this paper with a few suggestions – both tactical and strategic 
– that might be helpful for improving the quality of professional journalism education in 
Vietnam in the years ahead: 
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(1) Overhaul current curricula for a stronger emphasis on practical subjects. Before 
Vietnamese journalism education can do anything substantial, it needs to manage itself 
out its current difficult position. In essence, jschools are doing a great service to the news 
industry without charge, saving it the burdening cost of training. But that service must be 
of some immediately visible quality for industrial stakeholders. The set of skills with 
which journalism graduates are equipped is what industrial employers see directly and 
firstly. Is this bloke good at news writing? Does he have a good news sense? A 
developable investigation capacity? A good voice or presentation style? Addressing these 
immediate needs of the news industry is equal to sending it a strong message about 
quality, which results in a better chance for journalism educators to get journalism 
practitioners on board on the way to professionalism. Therefore, an overhaul of current 
journalism curricula and teaching approaches is urgently needed. A stronger emphasis on 
practice training should be the primary aim. This can be obtained by reducing the number 
of non-journalism subjects and/or placing less weight on them. In a longer term, when 
resources are available, other important subjects that are still missing (such as 
newsgathering and computer-assisted reporting) should be added. Also, professional 
principles – e.g. how to ensure balance or accuracy or how to draw a clear line between 
factual information and viewpoints – should be incorporated in these practical subjects. 
They should be seen as techniques, not some abstract ideals. In the best approach, the 
curricula review might be conducted with the active involvement media representatives. 
Obviously, curricula that are supported and endorsed by representatives from different 
types of news organisations would be those that are more likely to succeed.   
 
(2) Reverse the current temporal allocation of courses across the four-year program 
should be reversed. At all Vietnamese journalism schools, almost all journalism subjects 
are not delivered until the third year. This limits the chance for students to “get out there” 
to work and learn right from their first or second year. If universities equip them with the 
basic skills right from these early years, they would have a fundamental “toolkit” and 
more confidence to start this self-improving process. It is time to change the mind: 
journalism students do not need to learn, for instance, how mass communication takes 
place in society before being able to practise journalism. It might be even better for them 
to accumulate some practical experience first and reflect it in their theoretical learning. 
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Reversing the teaching chronology has three main benefits: (1) it could well serve as an 
immediate measure for universities to reduce the many problems caused by their 
shortcomings in practical training facilities; (2) it reduces the burden of finding places for 
students to intern because by the time of their fourth year, many students would have 
their own contacts to find places for themselves; and (3) it improves the chance for 
students to be employed after graduation and thus the reputation of journalism education. 
This is potentially promising because outsourcing (relying on outside contributions) is 
very popular at Vietnamese news organisations.  
 
(3) Set up news sites for journalism students to practise as real journalists. With the 
emergence of the Internet and its complementary technologies, it is no longer too dear to 
create a real playfield for journalism students. Digital publishing is cheap but is multi-
functional thanks to its multimedia capacity: it could be an efficient platform for training 
many basic skills in print, radio, television as well as online journalism. As official news 
outlets like any other, these news sites will provide students with a legitimate status to 
work as journalists in the real world. It also helps them and their teachers to be with new 
technological development. With the increasingly cheap digital technologies, this is 
within the reach of journalism schools which, as shown above, have been investing 
billions of VNDs for broadcasting studios. If they alone cannot afford it, there is a range 
of potential funding sources out there. In addition to state funding, industrial support 
(both finance and professional expertise) should be sought. Journalism schools must put 
forth the case that they are saving a lot of money and resources for the industry. Also, 
many domestic and foreign corporations in Vietnam are running community-support 
funds and at least some would be willing to aid a right cause like journalism education. 
An example might be to negotiate with a computer sales company for discounts. Other 
funding sources include national and international development aid organisations as well 
as private foundations outside Vietnam.  
 
(4) Build up substantial journalism and mass communication libraries for students 
and educators to learn and do research. A national conference should be convened as 
soon as possible for Vietnamese journalism educators, industry representatives as well as 
educational, cultural and ideological authorities to come together and discuss some 
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national plan to enrich journalism learning and teaching materials. An initiative like 
setting up a taskforce of journalists, journalism academics and professional translators to 
review and translate or edit updated textbooks from developed countries might be a good 
idea. Buying the right to use international journalism and communication databases such 
as JSTOR or InfoTrac is a good option. In addition to this joint effort, each individual 
journalism school will have to develop their own resource base and at some point, create 
an inter-library exchange network so that students and teachers at one university can use 
another’s resources. For immediate measures, a collection of available materials can help. 
When collecting data for this research, I was surprised that the number of recent books on 
journalism and mass communication in Vietnamese is not too small. At a medium-size 
bookshop in Da Nang City, where there is no jschool, a simple computer search resulted 
in over 50 books on “communication” and nearly 70 on “journalism”. Many of these 
books are translated versions of very recent English- and French-language research and 
text books. If all or most available titles are collected for teaching and research purposes, 
the number might go up to hundreds, which could serve as a good starting point. They are 
not too expensive for universities to buy.  
 
(5) Change the way journalism students are assessed. The common heavy weight on 
end-of-course exams should be abandoned. For practical subjects, students are evaluated 
not primarily on their theoretical understanding of news reporting and the like. Their 
academic achievements in these courses should be based on what they produce for the 
mentioned news sites. Not all stories can be published but all stories should aim at 
publication in these outlets. For theoretical courses, critical thinking and problem-solving 
should be the core. With a strong library resource and connections to the Internet, 
students can be encouraged to struggle academically and professionally in their written 
assignments to gradually find where they stand in the world and form their own “habits 
of mind”. A good way to link these theories to practice is to ask students to be “media 
watchers”, using their theories to analyse and criticise good or bad examples and to raise 
issues from the current media.  
 
(6) Get the industry involved. I have included industrial representatives in some of the 
above suggestions but still want to emphasise their involvement in a separate section 
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because it is critically important for the success of journalism education. While I do not 
propose that journalism schools should totally subsume to the industry’s demand, they 
should go out of their long-established “ivory tower” and shake hands with the industry. 
It helps them not only to continually appraise how they are performing with respect to 
current happenings in the media labour market but also to negotiate and form a common 
set of professional standards that both the industry and academia aim at. Obviously, a 
journalism graduate well equipped with the inverted-pyramid news writing style, for 
example, can find it very difficult to find a place in a media system where this style is 
almost absent. In addition, giving the industry a substantial voice means ensuring its 
commitment to supporting journalism education. At the moment, there are senior 
journalists who are willing to help but have never been asked. Learning from his French 
experience, Do Dinh Tan, for example, has been suggesting Tuoi Tre’s executives to 
financially and professionally support a publication for VNU-HCMC journalism students. 
But his internal voice can only be taken serious when the jschool approaches the 
newspaper and puts forth an official request.  
 
In the long term, a formal national accreditation system might be set up to maintain the 
crucial relationship between producers and users of journalism graduates. A committee 
like the US Accrediting Council of the Education in Journalism and Mass 
Communication, which consists of seven industry representatives and eight journalism 
educators who meet every six years to examine different attributes of journalism schools 
(Conley, 2006), might be a good model. Of course, localisation is always necessary to 
make sure that the program works efficiently and effectively.  
 
I completely understand that many of these suggestions are not easy to realise. For 
example, will culture and information authorities license a journalism school to publish 
its own news site? And if yes, who would be in charge of the site and be legally 
responsible for its operation? These are difficult but they are not achievable. The most 
important obstacle, I completely agree with Dinh Thuy Hang, is to change the way of 
thinking among current journalism educators. The core issue, again, is whether 
journalism schools and their administration system are responsible enough to get started. 
The key is RESPONSIBILITY, RESPONSIBILITY AND RESPONSIBILITY.  
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Table 1: 2005 standard entrance scores into journalism in compared with other 
disciplines within the social sciences and humanities at three major universities 
 
Standard scoresUniversity Discipline Intake
C-block D-block
Journalism 100 20.5 20
Psychology 80 19 18,5
Management sciences 130 20 19
Sociology 90 20 19
Philosophy 90 18 18
Literature 110 20 19
Linguistics 100 18 18
History 110 20 20
Information and 
Library Sciences
90 18 18
Information Storage & 
Office Administration
80 20 18,5
Oriental Studies 100 21 19,5
Vietnam National 
University in Ha Noi 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 International Studies 100 19 19
Print Journalism 50 21 20
Photojournalism 15 19.5 18.5
Radio Journalism 20 20 19
Television Journalism 30 21 20.5
Online Journalism 30 19.5 19.5
Sociology 40  17
Marxist-Leninist 
Philosophy
45  16
Scientific Socialism 40 19 
Political Economy 45  17,5
Party’s History 45 19,5 
Party and Government 
Building
50 19,5 
Political Science 
(Ideological Work)
50 19 
Vietnamese Political 
Science
40 18 
Social Management 40 19,5 
Ho Chi Minh’s 
Thoughts
40 19 
Publishing 40 19 
Information for Foreign 
Relationships
40  19,5
Institute of 
Journalism and 
Communication 
English 40  17,5
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Journalism  16.5  
Legal studies  16  
Linguistics & 
Literature
 16  
History  15  
Philosophy  15  
Chinese Characters and 
Vietnamese Hieroglyph
 15  
Hue University 
Social Work  16  
 
Journalism 100 18 20
Linguistics & 
Literature
200 16 15
History 150 16.5 15.5
Anthropology 100 15 15
Philosophy 160 15 15
Geography 160 15 15
Sociology 150 15 15
Information & Library 
Science
120 15 15
Education Studies 120 15 15
Information Storage 
Studies
70 15 15
Oriental Studies 260  18
English Linguistics and 
Literature 260
 18
Russian and English 
Linguistics
100  15.5
French Linguistics and 
Literature 100
 15.5
Chinese Linguistics 
and Literature 150
 15
German Linguistics 
and Literature 50
 15.5
Vietnam National 
University in Ho Chi 
Minh City 
International Studies 150  17
* Maximum score = 30 for three subjects  
** C-block subjects: Literature, History and Geography; D-block: Mathematics, Literature and Foreign 
Language (usually English at a high level) 
Data source: Condensed from MoET (2005)
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Table 2: Structural composition of three typical Vietnamese journalism curricula 
 
Module Analysis items VNU-
HCMC 
Program
VNU-HN 
Program 
AJC Print 
Program
Number of courses 6 6 6
Academic weight (units)a 24 24 25
Political  
Academic contribution (%) 12.9 12.6 13.2
Number of courses 15 17 10
Academic weight (units) 39 50 33
Non-journalism 
social sciences 
& humanities Academic contribution (%) 21.0 26.3 17.3
 
Number of courses 15 8 18
Academic weight (units) 41 22 56
Journalism  
background 
Academic contribution (%) 22.0 11.6 29.5
Number of courses 11 11 10
Academic weight (units) 30 39 27
Journalism skill 
Academic contribution (%) 16.2 20.5 14.2
Number of courses 10 8 7
Academic weight (units) 30 39 27
Journalism-
complementary 
skills Academic contribution (%) 16.1 20.5 14.2
Number of courses 1 1 2
Academic weight (units) 12 6 12
Internship 
Academic contribution (%) 6.4 3.2 
 
6.3
Number of courses N/A N/A N/A
Academic weight (units) 10 10 10
Graduation  
Academic contribution (%) 5.4 5.3 5.3
Number of courses 58 plus 
graduation 
51 plus 
graduation  
53 plus 
graduation
Academic weight (units) 186 190 190
Total 
compulsory 
programb 
Academic contribution (%) 100 100 
 
100
(a) 1 unit = 15 periods; 1 period = 45 minutes 
(b) Excluding military and physical training 
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Notes 
1. In fact, AJC is only an institute – Institute of Journalism and Propaganda as it is named 
in Vietnamese – within the Ho Chi Minh Political Academy rather than an “academy” 
itself. However, in this report, I used AJC to respect its official English name. Also, Dinh 
Thuy Hang was interviewed because she is among the very few Vietnamese journalism 
educators with a PhD in journalism from a Western university (University of Technology 
Sydney, Australia). Although her current position is a lecturer, she has recently been 
going through formal procedures to take up a senior position at AJC later this year.  
 
2. My observation is that not all those with the professional ID cards are actually editorial 
staff. Many news organisations are more than happy to recommend business and 
administration people as journalists to the Ministry of Culture and Information. This is 
because holding this card equals enjoying some official privileges (e.g. given priority on 
the road) and a fair amount of power. While it is difficult to estimate the number of these 
“journalists”, however, this false composition could be compensated by the thousands of 
real journalists who are ironically working without a professional ID – that is, the 
mentioned increase in the media labour workforce could be  substantiated. 
 
3. Another explanation might lie in the sometimes corrupted recruitment process in the 
media themselves. In informal chats with the author, many senior journalists who were 
not interviewed for this have been complaining that their news organisations are 
employing too many people who “have not a bit of ability but a lot of relationships”. This 
happens more often at news organisations where editors and other management people 
see their job as not to compete or to strive for audiences but to fulfil their political duties. 
In the interview for this project, one of the journalists even estimated that about 30% of 
his organisation’s employers were taken in via personal contacts with its veteran staff 
members, especially the bosses. That has not included bribery. At a recent seminar at 
VNU-HCMC, an academic had to sadly say yes when a journalism student asked whether 
it was true that there was a newspaper which asked people to pay VND 70 million to be 
employed. This is equivalent to around US$4,500, which, in my personal estimate, would 
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require a good journalist at a medium-level news outlet to work hard in two years to earn. 
But we cannot be sure how much this “steals” journalism graduates of job opportunities. 
 
4. According to Dinh Thuy Hang, there have been some positive changes in teaching 
approaches at AJC in recent years because a substantial number of its lecturers have been 
trained within the SIDA project on improving the quality journalism in Vietnam, which is 
worth $4 million in its second stage (2004-2007).  
 
5. This is partly a “historical product”, according to Dinh Thuy Hang (2004, p185): “The 
idea that journalism is literature seems to have derived from a historical concept of the 
communist press. For many years the Vietnamese media have been the conduit of party 
propaganda, which requires journalists to be “fluent”, “rhetorical”, verbose” and 
“persuasive”… Questioning the “why, what and how”, factual accuracy and investigative 
writing skills are regarded as less essential elements”. Under the market economy, 
however, I think this has vigorously been changing, especially among those big news 
outlets competing for readers and influence like Thanh Nien or Tuoi Tre. 
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